250                      TIME     RUNS     OUT
The demons danced a double-shuffle into every nook and
cranny. They sprayed Wilson's hat, they got into Saville's
overcoat. They just went wild with the joy of those pumps
while the sun beat down on the clipper's smouldering hull
and fried us in our trap.
At the little hotel in Natal we had breakfast with four
of the bomber pilots. They would make the Atlantic cross-
ing to-day. These men, one from Richmond, one 'from
Kansas City, and two from Chicago, would fly to the
Pyramids. They would be in Libya yery soon. Or they
would go from Cairo through to Russia. The route from
Brazil to Egypt, across Syria and Turkey, over the Caucasus
Mountains and up the valley of the river Don is the best
way to go from the United States to Moscow.
I had been in Natal several years ago, flying from New
York to the Argentine. But Natal, in 1937, was nothing like
this. It was a busy place to-day. As though not to be out-
done by the Army, a group of U.S. Navy flying boats
nestled close to an American destroyer in the inlet where
we landed. A German Junkers seaplane, property of the
Brazilian commercial line, feathered through the water on
pontoons. It drew up near a dilapidated hangar, abandoned
by Air France when the French gave up flying the Atlantic.
The Italian base was deserted and forlorn. The Littori
Line had stopped carrying the mail across from Rome.
Surrounded by a wire fence, tractors and scrapers were en-
larging Pan American's shore facilities. Wings were flutter-
ing around Natal in a big way.
We started up the coast of Brazil as soon as the clipper
was gassed. Our plane headed north-west to Belem, Para,
at the mouth of the Amazon. It was non-stop, a thousand
miles. Hour after hour we flew over the endless waste, of
the Brazilian jungle, over the countless rivers that wound
like brown snakes through the solid green mass below.
Vapour covered the ground as we sighted the broad stretch
of the Amazon. It was sundown when we spotted the
river city of Belem.
There is something fascinating about docks at the mouths
of great rivers : New Orleans, Alexandria, Montevideo.
River boats. The people who ride on them : cautious
strangers from inland who seem so at home until they step